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Abstract   
Discussions to restore local government elections in Malaysia over a decade until today. 
This issue brought by the opposition political parties after DAP and PKR obtained the 
mandate to form the government in Penang and Selangor after the 12th general election 
in 2008. For example, the Penang State Legislative Assembly passed the Local 
Government Elections Enactment in 2012 but unable to exercise as it contravened with 
Section 15 of the Local Government Act 1976. In other words, the agenda rejected by the 
Federal Government during the BN’s administration. Anyhow, after the 14th general 
election, when the PH obtained a mandate to form a government, they could explore the 
possibility and feasibility of restoring local government elections. For 22 months in 
power, the PH government had a good chance to conduct the local election as soon as 
possible, but this issue is still under review, investigation, and discussion among the PH’s 
components party. Therefore, this article will discuss the issue as attempt to enhance the 
spirit of democracy or just as a political party agenda to influence people voting for them. 
 
Keywords:  Democracy, elections, local government, council members, Malaysian 
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1.       INTRODUCTION 
 
Democracy and elections complete each other. No country can claim they are democratic 
states if it fails or did not conduct the election to determine the ruler for their country. 
Therefore, Chitlaoarpron (2015) argued that election is a part of the political process in a 
democracy and every political system also employs the election as a symbol of democracy 
either in the parliamentary or presidential system which is practicing the administration 
based on federalism or unitary system. 
 
Malaysia operates a three-tier federal system made up of the federal government, state 
governments and local governments. However, elections only for elect the representatives 
for federal government and state government. Whereas the Mayor or President and 
councillors for local council selected by state government. In facts, local governments 
and elections are two essential features of modern democracies. They help to establish, 
nurture and sustain democracy and democratic political culture (Nwanna, 
2017).  Therefore, local government elections are important but not all nations exercised 
this political activity. 
 
Even though the local government is the lowest level, but it has a substantial impact on 
people’s life. Therefore, local government elections are an important pathway to express 
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residents’ voices to city or municipal councillors. In regard to this statement, Nwanna 
(2017) mentioned that local government elections are important for the development of 
democracy. How about Malaysia? Local government elections have been held in 
Malaysia in the past. However, local government elections were scrapped in March 1965, 
under the Emergency Regulations (Andrew Khoo, Wong, Maria Chin & Honey Tan, 
2009). After scrapped, local council members were appointed by the state government. 
This scenario is an indication of the power of the state government to select the local 
council members or councillors to represent the local citizen in their jurisdiction. 
 
However, not all government stakeholders for example opposition political parties agreed 
with the process of selecting the local council members through appointed by the state 
government. Therefore, they demand the government to restore local government 
elections. If this political activity can be exercised, it will encourage the local citizen’s 
participation to determine their future and at the same time to fulfil the democratic 
principles at local levels. This essay will discuss the issues which is to restore to the local 
government elections that may concern rehabilitation of the spirit of democracy or it is 
just as a political party agenda. 
 
2. LOCAL GOVERNMENT IN MALAYSIA: AN OVERVIEW 
 
Local government is the lowest tier of government in Malaysia after the state government 
and the federal government. The Malaysian Federal Constitution (List II [State List], 
Schedule IX) indicated that local government administrated under the state government, 
except the local government in the federal territories (Malaysia, 2010). Usually referred 
to as local authority, the local government has the power to collect assessment tax, create 
and pass bylaws and regulations, grant licenses, and permits for any trading activities in 
its area of jurisdiction and so many functions as discussed above.  
 
The local government’s system in Malaysia is unique because it has been governed by 
different laws for Peninsular, Sabah, and Sarawak. For example, in the Peninsular, the 
local government is administrated by the Local Government Act, 1976 (Act 171). As for 
Sabah and Sarawak, local governments are administrated by the Local Authorities 
Ordinance 1996 and Local Government Ordinance 1961. And a top administrator in 
managing local government are from the Ministry of Housing and Local Government 
(refers to Section 9 and 10 of the Local Government Act, 1976). Besides, this ministry 
has the authority to coordinate and monitor any activities, programs, and projects 
organized by local authorities in Malaysia.  
 
The local government system in Malaysia was a legacy of colonization. It is undeniable 
that the British influences in politics and administration, including in the local 
government system. For the local government system in Malaysia, the most important 
laws introduced by the British are the Local Government Election Ordinance 1950 that 
entrusted local councils to organize elections for the office of councillors (Andrew Khoo, 
Wong, Maria Chin, & Honey Tan, 2009).  
 
However, in the 1960s, it was a very challenging period because numerous incidents had 
occurred and effected the politics and administration in Malaysia. For example, the 
federal government has forced to suspend the local council election in 1965 due to the 
Indonesian confrontation against the formation of Malaysia in 1963. The suspension was 
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made by the Emergency (Suspension of Local Government Elections) Regulations 1965 
and its amendment in the same year. Since 1965, the local government elections have 
been discontinued under Section 15 of the Local Government Act 1976. For Sabah and 
Sarawak, the relevant ordinance does not make provision for elections (Andrew Khoo, 
Wong, Maria Chin, & Honey Tan, 2009). As a result, the confrontation was blamed as 
the main reason for the suspension of the local government elections in 1965.  
After restructuring began in the year 1976 there were three types of local government, 
which are city, municipal, and district council and is led by the Mayor or President. Mayor 
or President is chosen among the senior officer in the public service. Otherwise, the state 
government can appoint a politician to hold this post. Then, state government will select 
between 12 to 24 council members for local government as councillors based on their 
position in a political party, experiences in administration, and some of the practitioners 
(Malaysia, 2018). 
 
Several questions arise, such as why is this approach still practiced? Which is better either 
through appointed or elected? The argument here is because the councillors are appointed 
due to political influence. How to solve this issue? There are suggestions to reintroduce 
the local government elections to allow local citizens to determine the leaders who 
represent their voices in local councils.  
 
There is a total of 149 units of local government in Malaysia such as 12 city councils, 38 
municipal councils, and 99 district councils. Besides that, other bodies are special and 
modified local authority empowered by the state government to discharge the function as 
local authorities such as Kulim Hi-Tech Local Authority, Pasir Gudang Local Authority, 
and Perbadanan Putrajaya (Malaysia, 2020). 
 
3. RESTORE LOCAL GOVERNMENT ELECTION: REASONS AND 
CHALLENGES 
 
It is not easy to reintroduce local government elections because of the needs to consider 
the new laws, enforcement of polling, administration system, financial burdens, and 
political aspects. However, this idea needs to be discussed in detail to strengthen the 
democratic values at the local level.  For Nwanna (2017), elections are contests for the 
highest interests in national politics whereby this political activity is a measurement for 
valuing the democracy degree in such a country including at the local level.   
 
In short, local governments have a substantial impact on local people’s life.  For 
Johnstone (2008), local citizens are aware that local government is responsible for several 
services such as parks and gardens; waste management; building approvals; childcare and 
public health; economic development; road maintenance, and much more.  Therefore, 
Johnstone (2008) argued that the quality of local government depends on the quality of 
councillors elected. This statement indicates how important local government elections.   
 
In Malaysia cases, based on Nur Hairani, Khairiah Salwa, and Muhammad Asri (2013) 
analysis, since Selangor and Penang are governed by the People’s Alliance (Pakatan 
Rakyat), these states had recommended to the Election Commission for conducting local 
government elections in respective states. Unfortunately, the federal government led by 
Barisan Nasional rejected this suggestion. This idea was rejected since the era of Tun Dr. 
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Mahathir Bin Mohamad as Prime Minister followed by Tun Dato’ Seri Haji Abdullah Bin 
Haji Ahmad Badawi and his successor Dato’ Seri Mohd. Najib Bin Tun Abdul Razak.   
 
Why does Barisan Nasional disagree with this suggestion? Based on the current social-
political conditions, Barisan Nasional argued this is not the right time for restoring local 
elections because it cannot guarantee the improvement of local authority service quality. 
They are worried local election will cause too much politicking issues at the grass-root. 
Therefore, the most important thing is to focus on the responsibility for providing better 
services to local citizens (Nur Hairani, Khairiah Salwa & Muhammad Asri, 2013).  
 
In other words, the idea of reintroduced local elections is an effort to reform the local 
government sector (Queensland Government, 2019). Various issues need to be considered 
to discuss the purposes of local elections as listed below: 
• To strengthen the local government transparency, accountability, and integrity. 
• The elected councillors take on the responsibilities to practice these values, then 
enhance public confidence in local government. 
• An opportunity to enhance local government quality through elected councillors. 
• Good government and good governance will determine by the citizens through their 
participation in choosing the right candidates in local elections. 
 
To fulfil these purposes, it will be difficult without consideration and cooperation from 
the federal government even during the Barisan Nasional administration or Alliance of 
Hope (Pakatan Harapan) but it is not impossible to be a reality. Therefore, the Coalition 
for Good Governance have three main reasons to restore local government election 
(Andrew Khoo, Wong, Maria Chin & Honey Tan, 2009):   
• Issue of representation and democracy: 
An effort to return people’s right to elect the representatives and political party 
that will present them to deal with the local issues. In a democratic system, people 
as taxpayers have the right to choose appropriate leaders to perform a good 
government and good governance through the local elections. In short, people 
know what is best for them through their choices. 
• Issue of merit and competence: 
The appointments of councillors by the state government are considered a political 
agenda. This process encourages an issue of cronyism and patronage system in 
local administration and governance. Therefore, to increase the competency of 
local councillors, people need an opportunity to choose qualified candidates 
through the local elections. 
• Issue of accountability and transparency: 
To enhance these values, the elected councillors must be accountable and 
transparent for every single cent of the money they use or spent in any activities 
conducted in local government. If councillors are not elected, they are not 
immediately accountable for the money and the budget for local interests. 
Accountability and transparency will decrease corruption. 
 
Based on these issues, the Coalition for Good Governance suggested that the local 
government elections are necessary. They believe the elections are the way to reach the 
values of good governance, which is a condition to democratic governance. In other 
words, the elections witnessing people can participate effectively in an election of the 
council members then they shape the policies that best served people’s needs and interests 
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(Andrew Khoo, Wong, Maria Chin & Honey Tan, 2009). The local government elections 
will increase competency, accountability, and transparency as compared to the current 
system. 
 
4. LOCAL GOVERNMENT ELECTION: REHABILITATIONS THE SPIRIT 
OF DEMOCRACY OR POLITICAL PARTY AGENDA?  
 
There are two questions about the effort to restore local government elections either to 
rehabilitate the spirit of democracy or to the political party agenda? To answer these 
questions, a few statements were released especially from the opposition. They had their 
reasons in the cycle of democracy issue, but an idea existed from the political party. For 
example, in 2005 the DAP Secretary-General Lim Guan Eng has submitted a 
memorandum to the Minister of Housing and Local Government to seek the restoration 
of local government elections. According to Lim Guan Eng, local government election 
would consolidate the democratic values, perform the good governance and rule of law, 
financial accountability, and transparency. Therefore, the DAP would launch a national 
campaign on the issue of promoting local government elections. However, the Prime 
Minister had the authority to decide to reject or accept the suggestion to restore local 
government elections (Star, 2005).  
 
The opposition never gives up the effort to restore local government election. For 
example, during the 12th general election in 2008, the Pakatan Rakyat announced that 
local government elections being their election manifesto (Andrew Khoo, Wong, Maria 
Chin & Honey Tan, 2009) as below:  
• PKR's Manifesto 2008 promised in item 9 of its vision for a constitutional state, 
“reinstate with immediate effect local elections for municipal and local councils 
to create greater accountability at every level of government.” 
• DAP, both through its campaign on “The Third Vote: Restore Local Government 
Elections” and its 2008 Election Manifesto, reiterated its call to “implement local 
government elections to ensure accountability and efficiency”. 
• The Coalition for Clean and Fair Elections (BERSIH), whose member include all 
three Pakatan Rakyat component parties, also promises: “The need to re-introduce 
elections for local authorities in the city, municipal, district and village levels with 
an electoral system which is free and fair, and enables Malaysians to participate 
actively.” 
• The People’s Declaration, which all three Pakatan Rakyat component parties 
endorsed during the 2008 elections, also upheld the principle of local elections. 
 
In short, this idea is hardly possible because the Barisan Nasional remains its reason to 
reject the suggestion from the opposition. However, after the 14th general election, 
Pakatan Harapan has the opportunity to implement this idea because they have a mandate 
and a majority in Parliament to pass the new laws or make the amendment to the 
constitution. The Minister of Housing and Local Government, Zuraida Kamaruddin 
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mentioned this issue is still under review and will bring it to Parliament as soon as 
possible.  
 
Zuraida Kamaruddin stated that local council elections might be implemented within 
three years. Whereas the federal government needs to give priority to other important 
matters such as ensuring the country is in a stable financial position rather than local 
government elections. According to this situation, I believe Pakatan Harapan (formerly 
known as Pakatan Rakyat) is not seriously willing to implement local government 
elections during their power. However, after 22 months in power, the government led by 
Pakatan Harapan were collapsing. The Perikatan Nasional took over the government, but 
Zuraida Kamaruddin remains as the same minister. 
 
Again, the similar reason given by the minister that stated local government elections 
would cost an estimated RM2 million per council and RM308 million overall; and the 
studies, precluding Cabinet’s paper on the proposal targeted for mid-2021, are still 
underway. Zuraida added that several feasibility studies on local polls were conducted 
between 2018 and 2019 (Veenal, Nuradzimmah & Arfa, 2020). It also clearly shows that 
the Perikatan Nasional does not focus on this issue because the components of Barisan 
Nasional such as UMNO can be dominant to reject this idea. 
 
The Perikatan Nasional acted like Barisan Nasional was clear that opted for the 
convenience of appointing their political party cronies as councillors, rather than risk the 
uncertainties of democratic elections. However, this action has another implication, 
especially in administrative issues because political party appointments provide the 
convenience of perpetuating patterns of patronage. Therefore, for the opposition, this 
approach is unhealthy for local government councils. 
 
In debating this issue from a democratic perspective, Kua (2018) states that local 
governments and elections are two essential features of modern democracies. Through 
local elections, people will participate in the political process at the local level in choosing 
their leaders. Therefore, Fage (2007) explains people play an important role to establish, 
nurture, and sustain democracy and democratic political culture. Nobody could argue this 
statement because local citizen’s participants in politics are supposed to be free to 
determine their leaders. From other perspectives, citizen’s participation is viable 
instruments of grassroots political participation and socialization. Thus, Fage (2007) in 
his analysis argued that the primary role of local governments is to promote the spirit of 
local self-help and self-reliance, community sense of unity and achievement, through a 




Since 1965, it has been a norm that Malaysian local councillors are appointed by the state 
government. This norm is not a happy situation for the opponent, especially when they 
are running the state government, such as in Selangor and Penang, in which they have a 
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mandate to form a government. However, the federal government led by Barisan Nasional 
still believe this system does not cause any problems to be continue until today. Therefore, 
the ideas to restore the local government elections was never an agenda for the federal 
government whereby the opposition still highlighted it as their agenda.  
 
Malaysia at this moment is not endeavouring to organize local government elections as 
due and regularly to fulfil the requirements of democracy. A few previous research 
findings that local citizens were ignorant of the elections and did not participate in the 
local government election. This indicated that people needed to change their mindset to 
be more aware of the elections. They also should be active and proactive in local politics. 
People’s maturity is the most important factor to encourage them to participate in politics 
at local levels. Through these changes, it is clearly showing that citizen participation 
allows individuals to gain knowledge about community affairs and resides with the 
elected officials. According to the International IDEA (n.d.), many countries have 
recently become more democratic. Besides, there is an opportunity to design systems of 
local democracy anew, and many have taken such initiatives, through decentralization 
and improved local governance. 
 
Conducting the local government elections is not an easy process and there are few 
matters that need to be considered too. Before implementing this political activity, the 
state government or federal government should improve people’s political culture, 
participation, thinking, and maturity in politics. The government needs to get ready and 
prepare some practical choices for enhancing local elections and representative 
democracy through electoral rules, administrative reform, and political party 
development (International IDEA, n.d.). These matters are so important to implement in 
Malaysia because Malaysian democracy is still evolving and its drive for some 
modifications and betterment. At the same time, Malaysian needs to implement a 
paradigm shift in participating actively in local politics to address their capability to 
redesign the shape of democracy at the local level. More importantly, the government 
needs to reform people thinking and change from the appointment system to the election 
system to make it more democratic. 
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